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IntrodUctibn \\ \ 
Id^ritifying the mai.n idea of a passai^fe is a task cammonly^ 
found in in^truc ti onajl materials' and on rs^qding comprehensi on 
tests* Despite its frequent* appearance (,a/riB consequently, its 
i.mpor tance ) few researchers have examined t\^\e nature cff n[iain idea 
comprehension. The result is that, fut somilpeople, main idea 
comprehension is o'f.t^n considered to be a si\n|q*le, simple comprehension 
task. It uuas the o'^inibn of the inv^estigatore that, m^dn idea • 

com^prehension i,s 'def ini tely not a single, simale ta$k| Instead, 

^ * \ ■ ■ , 

it is proposed that main idea compr ehe^nsi on maV' really be several 
related .but distinct tasks. To test this notioin, tiA)o factots that. 

: ■ : ■ \- f . . \ \ ; ' 

migh^t affect compre hensi on . of the (Yiain idea uuers isolated and studied. 

% ' - \ 

The tiAjo .factjDr^s were: passage organization and piaifi idea question 



e focus of » this. stud^ 



type. TiAJO Cjuestions uuere 

* (1) Is comprehensi on ' 4.he main i dea " af f ^ctep by ..the 

organization of- the passages read? 

(■?)^ Is comprehension of the mai n i-dea *af f ec te by the 
\ 'y type- of main . idea ^lues ti on * aske d? . \ 

' ' ' ' ' ' ^ \ 

A review of the literature apecific to pas^age\ org'aniza tl on 

and main idea que-stion type is presented in^ the If oliouuing . sec ti ons. 

• Th^B first section is a review of 'the literature related to . 
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passage organizatian and comptehensian . The second. is specific to 

comprehensi on and mgin idea question typet. 

Passage Organization and Comprehension 

Ka^rlin (1971) says that the ability to comprehend is 

enhanced uihen the reader sees the relationships among the 

ideas in a passage and recognizes the structure that ties the * 

sentences together. A main idea comprehension task usually * 

requires reading several statements in a passage and synthesizing 

tjhese ideas into a si ngle cen tral thought. It seems reasonable to 

assume that passage organization may be a factor that affects 

main idea comprehenspLpn> . » • 

Oaken, lAliener faftcl Cromer (r97l) attempted tt) determine 

whether the- abi li ty'*'-^B 'organize passage content affects comprehension. 

They compared subjects' ability to organize, i nformation with their 

ability to comprehend a passage. They found that even- when a reader 

can decode wards readily, he may have difficulty comprehending a 

passage if he doe^s not organize the ideas presented in a . - 
i ' 

meaningful .way . They suggested that; (l) readl ng i nstructi on . should 
focus on teathing organiza ti onal ^techni ques ; and (z) that for some 
readers, pre-organized material should be provided to facilitate ^ 
comprehension. ^ 

. Ausubel and Fitzgerald (^1962) studied the effect of an 
BdvancaJorganizer^ on passage comprehension. According to Ausubel 
(1962) the advance, organizer does the f-ollowing for the reader: 

(The advance organizer) (a) gives him a > 
general overview of the more detailed material 
in advance of his actual confrontation with it, 
and [b) also pr ovi des organiz i n^ e lemen t s 
that are inclusive of and take into account 
mofet relevantly and efficiently the particular ^ 
' • content contained in this material. (p. 221 J 
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'• . ; ■ \ 

Ausubel and Fitzgerald fpund that when they prouide^ an advance 
organizer, passage tDmprehension improved for subjects with 
Uttle verbal ability, but remained unchanged for subjects with 
average or above-average ability. ' • 

I 

Smith and Hesse (1959) siadied the effect of an, oral 
cognitive organizer on passage comprehensi on . of gpo'd and poor 
readers. Like the advance organizer, the oral cognitive organizer ' 
familiarized tha^ reader with the general cdntent and organization 
of the passage read. Smith and Hesse found that the oral cognitive' 
organizer had little effect on passage comprehension for the 
-good reader, but did have' a significant positive eff«cf ,on the poor 
readers' ability to determine passage main idea. 

A study on passage organization and comprehensi on quit^ * ' . 
different from^the previous studies was done by Gagne (1969). 
Gagne studied, the effect of insertin^^ a passage organizer in 
passage content on fac'tual recall. .A passageV organizer was / 
a topic "sentencfr^esigned to help the reader rela'te the 
facts presented. Gagne asked subjects to recall facts 
presented both ud>th and without passage organizers (i.e., topic 

sentences) and found that facts were retained signif i,Qan tly 

• ■ • ^ i' ' 

mojje often when they were organised for the subjects with a 

*** - . . • ' 

passage organizer. ^ ' - 

□ nB purpose of this study was 'to determine whether . 
main idea comprehension is affee-ted by the organilzation of the 
passages read. FromVthk studies done on passage organisation and 
comprehension,- it would seem that the ability to detect or sen^e^ 
passage organization affects comprehension. From the Ausubel and 
Fitzgerald, Smith and Hesse, and Gagne studies it also seems ^ _ 



thai tools' or techniques f or helping the reader sense pa,ssage ' 
Drganifeation may improve comprehSnsion-at lea^t for subjects 
of louj verbal ability or for those- subjects ilfentified as- 
poor aeaqierso_ Tn this study, the 'effect of ^ passage 



organlz-er (topic sentence) on the ability to identify main 
idea was* tested. ' ' 

Questfion Type ^ * 

The level of response • required* by "the type "af main idea 
que sftioiit 'asked was identifj^^d as another fsictor that might 
affec-t performance on a main idea comprehension task.r'\ 

Otto, Barrett, and Koenke (1959) tested' second and fifth 
grade chi-Ldrens* ability to generate a main idea statement for- 
• passages read. They found that the second gr^^de subjects uuere. 
not able to generate adequate main idea statements, but im-r 
able to respond with accurate title-like statements. They 
suggested 'tbat furt?ier research might indicate that instruction 
in deriving a f-o]7-mal main idea statement (a more sophisticated 
main idea task) should be postponed until the later 
elementary school years. 

^Jiliiams and Stevens (1972) asked sub jects in grades 3-£ " 
tq (l) underline the topic sentence in passages that they 
rea'd, and (2) write a title for the ^ passages.'N Like thy Qtto, 
Barrett, koenke ^tudy, lAlilliams and Stevens found that 50'/o 
of the subjects were able to write an acceptable titlp, while 
fewer (40%) could underline the topic sentence. . 

A sL/rvey of a. few basal reading series revealed that raost 
of the authors of ' e lementary reading texts believe that 
"getting th^ main idea" is an aspect of comprehension -that 



should be included in reading instruction. Even though the 

I ' ■ ; 

basal texts that were ' surveyed provided activities for 

teaching "main idea" there was ah -inconsistency among the 

activities which seemed to suggest a lack of consensus 

concerning a defjLnitton of this .aspect of com'prehension . 

In some of the activities, students were asked to identify*^ 

a topic by choosing ^the best ti tie of a \election. At the 

lower levls'of one' series, selecting 'the best title - was used 

to measure the ability td identify the topic and the ability 

to determine the main idea# At the upper levels of this 

same series, distinctions were made between topic , main topic , . 

and main idea » i . • " j , 

Because of the results of the research that has , been 

) • ■ • ' ' ^ ' 

done in this area., and because of ^ the inconsiste-ncy gimong ... *^ 

- ' . I . ■ 

main idea activities in the elementary ' basal reading/ series, 

the second purpose of this study was to detertnine w|;(ether 

main idea compre!»hension is ^affected by the . ty pe of main idea 

question ask^dt In this study, thfe-e main idea question types^ 

werfe identified, each requiring what was consider^ed to ,be 

three distinct response levels. A topic main idea question 

required a one- to three-word response that told generally 

what the passage was all about. A ti tie main' idea* question 

asked for a topic made more explicit by qualif^rs such as 

prepositional phrases, adjectives, adverbs. A' main idea statement 

question required a complete sentence that told what the entire" 

passage was aboul:, i.e., a topic sentence 

Procedure 

5ub jects 

thirty third and 30 fqLirth grade; children ^from a semi-rural 
lAlisconsin public school weife /the subjects for this study. The 



subjeets were seleoted on a random basis from the totgl papulation, 
□f 150 third and fourth grade children in this school. Only 
third and fourth, grade subjects reading &t ai 3iQ grj#de level 
or better 'on the Reading Comprehension Subtests of the Stanford 
Achievement Test (Primary Levels 2 and 3 respectively) .were 
included in the study 'to assure that all sub j&c tS^would be a'ble 
to successfully decode the test passage^^ • - ^ 

lYlateriais . , • 

Twenty test pass:ages were written for this stujdyo Terl of 
the 20- passages had no passage organizer, i^e., topic sentence. 
The remaining passages* were ^i^^ntical to *the first ten iij . 
content, but passage .organizers or ^^topic sentence^ had been ' 
added. Each passage ranged in length from 50 to 60 lAiords and ^ 
had a readability ^score of tietuiedn 2b5 and 2.9, accorqiing tb thfe 
Spache Readability Formula. dfiost of the passages were factual/^ 
while a few were narrative. Each passage had five to six sentences 
that supported the main idea. Three questions testing g.eneral topic 
title, and main idea statement recognition were written for 
each passage. The topic question required a one- to three-word 
general response to the main idea^ of the passage. The title 
question asked for a -topic plus a qualifier. A summary of all the 

details in the form of a complete sentence was .required in the 

" ■ / 

main ide^ statement question. The .incorrect lanswer \chbices for each 
question referred to details from the passages. The ^questions 
were ordered random^ly for each passage. - . ' 

testing Procedure , ^ ^ ■ 

, Individual test' booklets were assembled using a multiple 
matrix sampling procedure! to. assure that each of the twenty^ . 



■ \ • ■ . 

passages w^^s' distrit^ted randomly among subjects. .\/ia\his 
procedure , I' each si.ubj(2ct wa^assigned tea different passage^, ^ , 
five with 'passage organizers, and five, without. Thus, every ** 

c \ y 1 

subject read and' responded t\o 30 main idea questionsi five topic, , / 
five title, and five main idea statement questions each on passages' 
mi th and witHout organizers. ^ach of the twenty passages was read by 



fifteen .subjects at both the third and the fourth gra^e levels"* 



After, the passages i^yere assigned to the individual booklets, the 
items within each booklet were ordered on 'a ra>ndom basis. . 

The subjects were tested within bhqir dassrooms 'hy their 
i^egular classroom teachers. The^ test ^wTa's adrrd^ster^^ 
sittings, approximately 25 minutes each. - The tes^t, houuevery was 

' ^ ■ ■ \ \ ' \ 

not timed. PbllpiAiing an example item, the subjects lAiorkeii y\ 
independently; help with pronunciation , was given wh^n- necessary • 



Results 

The design of the study was a 3x2 randomized block with 
repeated measures on both factors (Kirk, 1958). The factor! 
were (l) Question type, 1,^., topic, title,^^nd main idea^ 
statement, and (^) passage orgariiza ti on--no organizer , 'organizer 
The. results of the a^nalysis of variance for the 3i\d and '.4th grade 
*'subjej:ts are given in Tables .1 and 2. , ^ 

\ ^ 

•■' ■ ' ' ^ ' \ 

/' Insert Tables 1 and 2 about here / ' 



As indicateci by the two. tables, the organization o/ariable 

luas' significant at the ..01 le^^l for the fourth grade subjects, 

"it was not significant^ however, for^ the 3rd grade subjects. 
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The question type variable lAjas significant for botti^the 3rd and Ath 
grades, again at the ,01 level. No significant interaction 
betiAieeo'. factors was found for either population. The 
significant subjects effpct Tor both samples juas expected^ 
But not examined in this study, as the primary interest condJerned 

■ V- ' ^ ^ ' ? ^ ' ■ ° 

'treatment^ rather- than subject dif f erences . U 

' \ , . \ 

.. ' ■ • 

The ceir'means for both the third a^nd fourth grade subjects 
are given iri Table 3i The highest mean score possible, for each. - 
response type was BYo. The mean response f oi: each category wsi& ' * 
very high. Thi:s' was especially true of the topij: and -title. ^ 

'a\s for botfi passages 'witji and without organizers. «* 



• / Insert Table^3 about here' / ' ' 

Passage O rga n iz'atiqn ^ ■ » 

^ ' - " . - ■ — 

As indicated inj Table 3, the' overall mean resp&nse for both 
.the 3rd and^. 4th' grade subjects was greater for passages with 
organizers than< f or passage.s without. The means for the third 
graders' were A. 57 with organizer and 4.52 without, while for.* 
the fourth graders* the" means were 4.58 and 4,16, respectively. 
As. stated earlier, this difference uaas significant for the fourth * 
grade subjects only. Although thirds graders tended to have higher 
kieans on ^passages with organizers, £he analysis of variance 
revealed that' these differences were not significant. X ' ' 
■Question Type " . • 

Looking at the^^^means in Table 3, it is clear that for both 

3rd and 4th grade subjects, the mean responses were- highest for 
•■. . * • 

topic, then title", then main idea statement questions, in that 



order*. This was true for passage.s* uuilft organizers as well as for 
those passages ufithout* The Overall means (i»e», the avferage ^ 
across^' passage organization^ for the third grader^s ' were ^ ' 

4.8 on topicp "4#5a on 'ti tie , , and 4*26 on main idea statement, 
queg-tions, while for the fourth graderSf. the corresponding, omeahs - 
were 4»73f 4#46, and 3.93# A Tukey's'post hoc analysis was 
performed on. these means to determine -any" signifTcant difference,© 
The difference between 'topic and mgin ide& statement means was^ 

significant at \the .Ol level for both the t'mrd ^nd fourth grad^ 

' ••■ » . , , • • ' . »' 

subjects. The title and main idea ^^StSftement response difference 

was also significant for .bo th , grade levels. No si.g.nif leant 

difference was |[ound between tsppic and ti tie , responses. This 

* 5} ■ ' ... 

might be attributed to the limitation of the test range, i.e.., most 

df the subjects re^p*o3da4. correctly to. ihe topic and title 

* ... •* 

questions. 



^ Discussion 




. ^ ^ \ . ■ 

' Rass^&e Orqanivgati on . , \ . ^ , 

I s Domprehensicnn of the mai n i dea affected by >, t^he 

organization of tha pass^aqes read ? The results of this study 

lend additional support, to thfe nortion that passage .organization 

may affect re'ading pomprehen^i ont ^ In this study,. Dn^ aspect^of 

passage oi^gaTii^ ti on was iddnti/ied and its effect "dn a"^ single 

aspect of reading (^DmprehBhsion. was tested'.*" 1 1 ^was^ f ound that 



main ijJea comprehension was greater'^ on passages with argar^lzer s<» 
at lea,stpfor one sa^qiple. ^ That is, the scares jAiere significantly 
"greater op passages wVtn orgariizer s for the fourth, but not for 



1 «r 



10 



the thy!rd ^fade subjects. One- explanation for the,,thipd 
grade 



ie$ultsi is □ffered for discussion here. A^s stated ih 

"" ■ I '■ ' 

the intrSidiJctiDn to this smdyi severaKre searchers * have 

cftious organizers on reading 



investigated ;"bhe effects 
CDmprehens£tfF).> ' 'They ha^vfe'-^'f ound that organiiers sig^iif ican tly 



af feet pdor reader s* comfirehensian , but ha^e, littlje effect on* 



CDmprehensl.aT^(f^j:^i^% T4^ese findi\^gs have been 

inter pre- t^r.^^^^^^^^ to mean the f □Hawing ^ 0 

impose^.sQme?. organizational ^ ^ an Passages \as they read. 



igood readers 



thus lnavi"iiQr^4i ttle ' need pf acJy^^t^Getf^ 



passdge /Q^rgpani ze r a 



not 'to 



or ,reader-^i^n thSN^ot 



stated 
her hand, ..tend 



□rg^fji'ze it^B^!;^*^ or aids 



X ,f or arfl^ni^ing .^par^^l^e cQn£e-nt^ sescn to' eril|af#fe^tnBir 
d'Qmprehe;risiaf^.» .S^nsralizing -^from .tfie' abovd/^fin*^ 
, pasfei ble 'that- al pas^^age orgarfizB^r riir^^rtap^ wpuld 

funci,tian .fftarie - as an rd^-'^^ird^ngf t^od^^ fqrrgqad' 
•■ readers. - ;&t:te^^ Ij^s: m^/ae;;^Q^ pgar 
^^ead^fs in this'^tud^^ ^-3 • #^3r t^:tter 

?^ readina l^v^ a^ .crfl.^eri^' f □r''' subject undp'ubtably - J 

• limited :th^.^•thix^a ^fa£lfe ^mple gqBd'^fe^||^^ The foufTfi^ . 
-^.mfD!be.|,^DQ5^th^:^43 tiier hand,"cDul^cf l^ve^ -ju^ 

lAJ^li*- as*^ godifl xe^d'^s* CDmpai:|,ftg^f lhe§^ rfv^^ 'fkfr ths^^ 



grade . sam 
qp'Qr ais^iAJ^li 
third 



ifd. and ^fQur^th : gratis sub jpcb^ seeftms -t^l 



th i^ *ppin t-* 



Th^ tapSc^^U^l^V and main' idea statement jn^ris-;>oh^^assage^ with 
^drganlz|^V s4*B<^.almUst^-^^ f qIt- th^^uifa ^sa(ji:pl;^.s;| th^ means 

■ f or Olissage's' lAji' ttio'ut .organizers" 

-A ■ ' ■ ■ ■ ■ - 



4p fcu a ], I ^ hiip'h e r J' f b r ■ ' » - 
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t|ie "thirtl g^^^^ than , ftir ^the 'f^tiL^tfj grkde^su15§i?E:%^, 
/^^third »gis^de s^^^ If it 'Uipre triJf 



^^^^qodl readers 




benefit, little from organizational aids, -then it would not 
be surprising that no significant differences were found between 
passages with and without organizers ft^r the third grade 
sample, yet were evident for the more diverse ^fourth grade 
' popfelation. UlhilB this explanation is conjecture, Ai does "\; * 
appear to warrant inves tiga tr'on • • 

One implication af this study is the apparent need to 
^valuat^e the materiials chi Idren are expected "to comprehend'. • 
lYlore specifically, it is important to consider passage^^^^...*^^j,^^ 
organization^hen asking for main idea comprehension, bearing** 
in mind that iu^is easier to comprehend the main idea of 
passages with organizers than without. This dqes ntit mean 
that main idea, should be taught using passag^^s with>pas^ge 
organizers or topic sentences only, or that al! passages should 
Vhave well developed topic sentences, but rather^ thpt* i^t is 
important to acknowledge the differences between the two 
main idea tasks. A teachifig sequence that acknowledges 
these differences would include teaching main idea of passages 
withj. topic sentences' prior to teaching, main idea of passages, 
wi thout . * ' ^ ' . * 

This ^tudy raises several questions abput the effect of 
passage organizatioQ on comprehension. The role of a passage * 
organizer in ^^nizing materials iFor poor readers , should 
be investiga^ted. If inserting a topic sentence into passage 
con tent increases comprehe nsion performance" for poor readersp - 
then more attention should be given to using topic ^entenoes 



•* as compr^ehe nsion tools for poor readers. Second, a passage^ 
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□rganizel:, or topic seritenfce, is only one aspect of passage' 

organization. Other aspects should be identified, and their ' 

n' '. ' ' 

effects on reading compreh|nsion determined. ^.RLoally, the 

' * 

effe,cts of-passage organization'' 6n tasks otiaer than main idea 
co/npreh^nsio'n shpuld be studied, 'Even thou&H a topic sentence 
organizes- cont^t and aids identification of the main idea,' , 
it- might n^ facilitate iSomppehending passage details, 
understanding sequencfe or drawing conclusioihs. ' \ 
Question Ty^e' " . ' 

Is comprphfinsion of _the main , idea affected the type 

'of main idea question asked ? The findings of the. study seem 

to suggest that there may be levels of m'ain idea comprehension. 

In this' study, .at least two discrete main idea response levels 

were identified: a general response (topic dr t•it.le^and a 

more discriminati-ng response (main idea .statement). Bas^d 

on these findings, , the- teaching and testing of m^in idea 
-. " , ' * ' . ■ ■ ■ . ^ ' 

c'ompi;ehension should acknowledge tha difference's between 

topic/title and maiif^'idea statement questioning. Jhey seem to 

be two different tasks, one obviously easier thanthe other. • 

It would appear ^hat the type of main idea question; asked by 

the teacher or the testmaker would depend, on thef objective 

of the insEtruction or^afesessment. If the objective of 

instruction or assessment is -a general awareness .gS-. the ' , 

pass-age content, then , topic/title questijsiSi'fffl^ be appropriate 

If the goal of instruction or assessment is a finer^ level-' 

* * * < ^ 

of main idea discrimination, then questions that ask for 
more than a general respon^ie would be required.^' " 

From the findings of this study, a possible instructional 



sequence could J^e' inferred. An* instructional sequence ^for^* 
m*in idea comprehension .might begin with teac|;iing the" child 
to iderftify a topic or tyTtle prior ' to working with identifying^ 
topic sentences or summary sta;tements» 

Future reaeja^ch^ might attempt to test the hypothesis ^ 
that subjects at any grade' level can le^arrl to:^ respond to 
a main idea, task at any response level. ^ 
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Table- 1 



« '14 



♦the analysis of variaijge 'for "third crade subjects 
', u . ■ — ' I 



Source 



SS 



df 



Ms 



• Subjects • , « 
Organizet/jNo Organizer 
Topic/Title/Main'lde^ 
Interaction 
<r Residual , 



21.38333 
.13889 
8.63333 
»21111 

5&. 18311 



29 
1 
2 

Z 
145 



.737356 
.138889 
4.316666 
.105556 
.38746 



5.3821 * 
.3565 
11.1409 * 
.,27099 
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Table 2 • < - * 

' ( THE ANALYSIS OF VARIANCE FOR FOURTH, GRADE 'SUB'^ECTS 



Fourth 



"Source 



■3 



S.S 



df 



Ms 



subjects • ; 77.9778 

Organizer/No Organizer 8.0222 

V Topic/Title/Main Id^a? ' 19.9111 

- Intergption 1.6444 

Residual ^0'.Z550 



29 
1 
2 
2 

145 



2.688889 
8^02223 
9.95554 
.82221 
.41900 



6.4179 - * 
19.14^ < * 
23.76023 * 

1.-9623 



.01 
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• - ' . Tabie 3 • ' 

CELL MEANS FOR THIRD ANd' FOURTH GRADE SUBJECTS 
BY QUESTION TYPE AND PARAGRAPH ORGANl'zATION 



♦ 


Topic 


Title 


. Main. Idea- 


Across' 
Topic/Title/ 
Main' Idea 


Organizer ' 


4.83 


4.56 


4.33 


. 4.57 


>* 

No Organizer • * 


4.76 


•4.60 


4.20 


^ 4.^2' 


Across^Organizatibn 


V4.80 ' 


4.58 


4.26 


4-55 


Organizer 


4.83 


4.66 • 


4.26 


4.58 


• No Organizer 


4.63 


4.26 


3.60 


4.16 


Acro3s Organization 


4.73 


4.46 


3, 93 ' 


4.37 . 
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